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The diffusion of news is a subset of communication research into information 
diffusion in general. When a piece of high-salient news breaks out, it will spread 
rapidly within the society, while most people first leam it from each other, not from 
mass media. For routine and ordinary news, however, interpersonal communication 
contributes little in the process while most people get the news directly from mass 
media, and the diffusion rate is slower. 
The objective of this study is to investigate how high-salient news events are 
diffused among people in Hong Kong. It focuses on whether emotional responses 
and attachment to celebrity figures are related to interpersonal communication. 
More importantly, it attempts to look at the news diffusion function of the Internet, i.e. 
how the Internet is used in news diffusion vis-a-vis other media. Specifically, I 
would like to see how the Internet is being used as (1) a source for additional 
i 
information (mass medium) and (2) a channel to talk with other people (interpersonal 
medium) in the diffusion of high-salient events. 
Two news diffiision surveys were conducted between September 2001 and 
March 22. Four hundred ninety-nine people were interviewed. The surveys 
investigated the news diffusion of September 11 Terrorist Attack and the Engagement 
between Financial Secretary Leung Kam-chung and Olympic medallist Fu Ming-xia. 
Both cases were high-salient events with a diffusion rate higher than 90%. Personal 
importance, emotional responses and para-social interaction were found to be the 
determining factors that drove interpersonal communication. Daily rhythms may 
affect the initial sources of a population, which showed deviations from earlier 
diffusion studies. 
On the other hand, the use of the Internet in news diffusion was also 
investigated. A considerable number of people assess the Internet for extra 
information and updated news. Some may also use it to re-transmit information to 
others. And the use of the Internet is more crucial when other mass media are not 
available. The Internet would probably do a better job in serving as a mass medium 
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Chapter One 
1.1 Foreword: Fermat's Last Theorem 
On 23 June 1993 Andrew Wiles, a professor from Princeton University, gave a 
lecture at the Isaac Newton Institute in Cambridge. He had had the lecture for three 
days. He kept writing Greek symbols and algebra on the blackboard, not saying a 
word. 200 mathematicians stared at the board, expecting something to happen. 
Finally Wiles turned to the board for the last time, wrote up the statement of Fermat's 
Last Theorem, and turned towards the audience, said, “I think I'll stop here." 
At about the same time, Wiles' colleague, John Conway, had just arrived at his 
office in Princeton. He switched on the computer and opened his mailbox. A few 
words appeared on the screen: "Wiles proved Fermat's Last Theorem." - in minutes, 
electronic mails over the Internet had spread the news throughout the world. The 
world's most famous mathematical problem, the riddle that confounded hundreds of 
masterminds for three centuries, had been solved. On the following day, the event 
appeared as the cover story of the New York Times and other papers (Aczel, 1997). 
.1 
It is not only an exciting story, but also a perfect illustration of the news 
diffusion function of the Internet - a process that deserves more attention from us. 
.2 
1.2 Introduction 
In the field of Communication, study about the Internet abounds: from the 
exploration of how individuals perceive thumb-size banner ads, to the debate of 
whether conventional mass media would be substituted by the Internet, leading to a 
paradigm shift eventually. This study explores people's Internet uses vis-a-vis other 
media and the news difflision fiinction of the Internet. Specifically, it looks into how 
people get and give information on the web upon the breaking of critical news, in 
conjunction with other media. 
Getting information is crucial in human communication. Of all channels the 
Internet is the most highly used one for getting information (Flanagin and Metzger, 
2001). The fundamental difference between a mass medium and the Internet in 
information retrieval is: information is often actively sought by audience on the web 
(Newhagen, 1997)，instead of being accepted passively (Gantz，Fitzmaurice and Fink, 
1991; So and Lee, 2000). 
Apart from that, the Internet is found to be functionally equivalent to 
traditional media. In other words, people use the Internet to fulfill a variety of needs 
just as they use other traditional media, including both mass media and interpersonal 
.3 
communication channels (Flanagin and Metzger, 2001). For example, the youth in 
Hong Kong tend to use the Internet like a telephone, which with enhanced functions, 
enables them to communicate with a number of people simultaneously (Lee and 
Leung, 2001). 
News diffusion is a special subset of communication where information is 
both received and sent out. While mass media are more effective in the diffusion of 
routine news, interpersonal communication dominates in the diffusion of 
critical/breaking news (Rogers, 2000). It is because people would be more eager to 
look for updates of the news and to talk with others to cope with emotional upsets 
(Kubey and Peluso, 1990) brought by the event, thus evokes interpersonal 
communication. It is a typical two-step flow communication (Morris and Ogan, 
1996; Rogers, 2000) where mass media give the message to some people, who 
transmit it to the rest of the majority (De Fleur and Lowery, 1995; Rogers, 2000). 
Without interpersonal communication mediating in the process, a piccc of news is not 
likely to tip, i.e. to be fully ditTiised (Rogers. 2000; Gladwcll, 2000). 
For decades communication scholars have chroniclcd the pattern and proccss 
by which the public become aw are of a breaking news event (Gantz, Fitzmaurice and 
.4 
Fink，1991). The assassination of U.S. President Kennedy in 1964 stimulated plenty 
news diffusion studies. Many diffusion studies done today were developed on the 
basis of what researchers did some forty years ago (De Fleur, 1987). The tradition 
reached its climax. However, starting from the 70s, it has leveled off (Rogers, 2000). 
At present, it has "all but run out" (De Fleur, 1987). This slow down is 
disappointing as the study itself is "theoretically undeveloped" (De Fleur, 1987). 
Now the situation has changed. 
The Internet is being treated as both a mass medium and interpersonal 
communication channel. Its central use is information seeking (Flanagin and 
Metzger，2001). If the Internet would bring changes to a diffusion process, what are 
they? Otherwise, why not? This study aims at exploring the answers to these 
questions. It is hoped that the study would bring insights into our understanding of a 
news diffusion process, and the use of the Internet in particular as well. By 
maximizing the scope and explanatory power of a theory, our knowledge could be 
increased. 
In an article evaluating prior news division studies, Rogers (2000) noted the 
significance of investigating the function of the Internet in news dififlision: 
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Future attention could be given to connecting investigations of news diffusion 
with such theoretically driven research areas as knowledge-gaps, social 
cognitive theory.. .and the news diffusion function of the Internet (for instance, 
one of the main uses of the Internet in China today is to obtain news from 
CNN, BBC and other sources not controlled by the Chinese government). 
The Internet is going to assume a more important role in delivering and 
diffusing critical news in China. The NATO attack of the Chinese Embassy in 
Yugoslavia, 1999，is a typical example. The news of the attack was first announced 
on the Internet, which later developed into a significant public opinion, pressing the 
government to take actions in asserting the country's sovereignty. (Min, 2001). 
Information is crucial to the development of a society, and mass media are 
crucial to the transmission of information. A better knowledge of the nature of 
different channels could make information flow more effective and powerful. 
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Chapter Two 
2.1 News Diffusion Theory 
The diffusion of news is a subset of communication research into information 
diffusion in general (Henningham, 2000). When a piece of high-salient news (i.e. an 
event receiving bulletin treatment from the mass media) breaks out, it will spread 
rapidly within the society, while most people first learn it from each other, not from 
mass media (Hill and Bonjean, 1964; Greenberg, 1964; Henningham, 2000; Rogers, 
2000 etc.). For routine and ordinary news, however, interpersonal communication 
contributes little in the process while most people get the news directly from mass 
media, and the diffusion rate is slower (Greenberg, 1964; De Fleur, 1987). 
The news about the assassination of Kennedy in 1964 was a typical 
high-salient event, receiving by far the highest diffiision rate ever studied. Hill and 
Bonjean (1964) found that the news of the assassination was disseminated to 93% of 
the Dallas population within one hour after the first news bulletin. And 57% of the 
sample said they first heard about the event from other people, the single most 
important source of the news. A more recent case was the news of Princess Diana's 




Scholars who study news diffusion usually classify dramatic (e.g. Princess 
Diana's death; Henningham, 2000), disastrous (e.g. Space shuttle explosion; Kubey 
and Peluso, 1990)，crisis or near-epic events (e.g. assassination of JFK; Hill and 
Bonjean’ 1964) as “high-salient，’，There are also scholars who use the degree of 
interpersonal communication in a diffusion to categorize the salience of a news event. 
High-salient events are likely to involve more interpersonal communication 
(Greenberg, 1964). Whatever definitions are used, the events being studied are 
usually unexpected. 
In order to compare the diffusion rate of different news events, cumulative 
diffusion curves are drawn. It was found that the diffusion process, which can be 
represented by a S-shaped curve, is very regular. Time of the day and nature of the 
story does not alter the gross results very much, as “the diffusion curves follow about 
the same pattern" (Danielson and Deutschmann, 1960). Upon the investigation of 
news diffusion studies conducted from 1945 to 1985, De Fleur did a review and 
summarized six broad generalizations about the pattern of diffusion of news events 
(De Fleur, 1987): 
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1. Changes in media technologies led people change their way in receiving 
their first information about a major news event. 
2. Most people get the news directly from a medium, rather than from other 
people. 
3. News with high salience will move faster and farther within a population. 
4. For news of very high salience, interpersonal communication will be the 
most significant source for learning of the event. 
5. The daily rhythms of a population roughly regulate its initial sources of 
news. 
6. Different kinds of people leam a particular news in different ways. 
Individual differences and social status are significant in shaping people's 
interest in a given story. 
As the present study focuses on the diffusion of high-salient events only, all 
the above generations would be treated as reference except the fourth one: “For news 
of very high salience, interpersonal communication will be the most significant source 
for learning of the event." A test of ‘‘the most significant source" will be done in this 
study. The first hypothesis is: 
.9 
Hlrlnterpersonal communication is the most significant source in the 
diffusion of a high-salient news event. 
Media effects of an event can be maximized when people perceive it as highly 
salient because interpersonal communication is stimulated (Rogers, 1998). Besides 
talking with other people to cope with the stress brought by a critical news of which 
an individual perceives important, he would also be more active than usual to seek for 
additional information (Gantz，Fitzmaurice and Fink, 1991) upon the breaking of it. 
A most recent and typical example is about the September 11 terrorist attack in the 
U.S.. Kohut (2002) found that a sharp rise in public interest for serious news was 
observed in the post 911 era. A majority of youth, who constantly lagged behind 
their elders in the grasp of politics, were “remarkably well briefed on terrorism and 
even the geopolitics of central Asia", although their knowledge about non-terrorism 
news and politics was still “in the dark". A similar story happened in China when 
the Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia was bombed in 1999. As information flow was 
relatively restricted in China (Rogers, 2000; Min, 2001)，a lot of young people looked 
for most update information about the attack on the web, and exchanged their 
opinions there vigorously (Min, 2001). 
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Personal importance and emotional response are two major factors that may 
stimulate people's interpersonal communication and further information seeking. 
Personal Importance 
Basil and Brown (1994) found men and fans of “Magic Johnson" were more 
likely than women and non-fans to diffuse the news that Johnson was HIV positive to 
others. Also the informers tended to pass the stories to other people whom they felt 
were interested in the story. Those interested people, on the other hand, were also 
apt to pass on the story to more people. It is such kind of interpersonal 
communication that facilitates and completes a news difflision. Thus personal 
importance, or personal relevance, of information would determine whether a person 
passes on the information and to how many others he would pass it. 
Singhal (1995) studied another example. Once in New Delhi, he saw long lines 
of people carrying containers of milk outside Hindu temples. He was told that “the 
gods are drinking milk". He found the event worth studying so he used his hotel 
room as a research outpost to do 199 telephone surveys. He found that the event 
began at around four, and in seven hour's time, 90% of the respondents had leamt the 
news. The event diffused so fast because it was highly involving to individuals 
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living in India as “cows are considered sacred by Hindus, and so milk is also 
perceived as sacred”(Rogers, 2000). People actively spread the news out since so 
many people considered it personally relevant. 
Emotional Response and Parasocial Interaction 
In 1990，Kubey and Peluso found that the need to cope with unsettling news 
helped drive both media use and interpersonal communication. After the explosion 
of the Space Shuttle Challenger, Kubey and Peluso interviewed 105 college students. 
They found that those who had stronger emotional reactions upon viewing the 
explosion and the tendency of feeling like crying were significantly and positively 
related to informing more people. People may share an emotional event with others 
to make themselves feel better. 
In the news diffusion of the unexpected death of Princess Diana, Henningham 
in Australia found that "those who were most upset by Diana's death were most likely 
to want to tell others". While women were more likely than men to claim they are 
“supporters” of Diana, they were also more likely to tell a greater number of people 
about the news (Henningham, 2000). Rogers suggested when audiences perceive 
that they have a personal relationship with a media personality, namely parasocial 
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interaction, they are more likely to talk to others (Rogers, 2000). 
The second and third hypotheses re-examine the factors that may drive 
interpersonal communication and media use in the diffusion of a high-salient event: 
H2: The more a person considers a news event as important, the more 
likely is he to inform others and seek further information. 
H3a: The more a person is upset by a news event, the more likely is he to 
inform others and seek further information. 
H3b: The more a person is psychologically attached to a mediated 
personality, the more likely is he to inform others and seek further 
information. 
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2.2 Comparing The First Sources of News Diffusion 
In diffusion studies, apart from the investigation of the rate and extent of 
diffusion, focus was given to the channels used in the diffiision process (Gantz, 
Fitzmaurice and Fink, 1991), especially the original, or the first, information source. 
People's first source catches researchers' attention so much because it can 
significantly affect a person's perceived salience and credibility of a news event, and 
the chance of his passing out the event out. Interpersonal communication is 
considered to be critical in determining whether a diffusion process is successful and 
completed (Rogers, 1998). 
Perceived salience 
Perceived salience is “the degree to which a news event is perceived as 
important by an individual or individuals" (Rogers, 2000). When an individual 
considers a news event as highly salient, he will be more likely to inform others, 
resulting in a rapid diffusion of it. So the higher the salience of a news event, the 
more important the interpersonal communication will be in the diffusion process (Hill 
and Bonjean, 1964; Rogers, 2000). Mass media usually convey strong clues to their 
audience about the degree of salience of a news event, this is a process known as 
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agenda-setting. A high-salient event would usually have larger column size, bold 
headings and front page coverage, etc. The agenda-setting function of the media 
tends to leave mass audience with similar conceptions of the salience of various issues 
(McCombs and Shaw, 1977). 
I . 
However, different media may vary in the degree with which they convey the 
excitement, and hence the perceived salience of a news event (Rogers, 2000). 
Electronic papers offer a good illustration. Online news gives readers a wider choice 
of stories. Audiences have a higher control of news flow, and are able to determine 
how to read news according to their personal interests (Tewksbury and Althaus, 2000; 
So and Lee, 2001). Consequently, editors' decisions are "mute" in online versions. 
Tewksbury and Althaus' study (2000) showed that paper version people of the New 
York Times may read international news first, while online version people are less 
likely to read international news and they exposed themselves to a larger number of 
stories. 
Despite the same story, paper and online versions might give different 
emphases. For example, news considered as late breaking would be given special 
coverage on the online version (e.g. appear on the upper right comer of the website, 
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which is the most prominent position) while it may not be considered important in 
paper versions. Eventually, differences in story exposure and deficiency of external 
cues by professional gatekeepers in online versions may result in significant and 
substantial differences in readers' knowledge and perception about public affairs and 
social events. It may lead to readers' consumption of only those items pertaining to 
their narrow set of interests, ignorant of current social and political events (Tewksbury 
and Althaus, 2000; Sundar and Nass, 2001). 
It is interesting and important to ask whether it is more likely for individuals to 
talk about a news event if they know about it from television, newspaper or the 
Internet 
Credibility 
A major difference between information delivered by the Internet and other 
mass media is in credibility. Mass media usually “gatekeep” their news. Every 
piece of information would be carefully scrutinized. But information on the Internet 
is seldom subject to either professional or social pressures (Flanagin and Metzger, 
2000) (especially those sources without traditional versions), its credibility is often 
questionable (Johnson and Kaye, 1998). 
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To many people's surprise, some studies showed that the credibility of the web 
was higher than mass media. For example, Johnson and Kaye (1998) compared the 
sources on the Internet and their traditional counterparts and found that audience 
judged the Internet as a more credible source. Sundar (1998) found that as long as a 
news story is clearly quoted, audience would judge it as credible, regardless of the 
medium. Flanagin and Metzger (2000) claimed that people would often judge their 
preferred medium, (the medium they usually rely on) as the most credible one. 
Therefore web users would find Internet as a more credible source. 
Some studies, however, have different conclusions. Flanagin and Metzger 
(2000) found that despite there was a positive correlation between Internet experience 
and perceived credibility on the web, newspaper was considered the most credible 
medium compared with television, radio, magazine and the Internet. Similarly, 
journalists in England did not spare less time on other media after the introduction of 
the Internet, as “there is a general mistrust of it’，(Nicholas, Williams, Cole and Martin, 
2000). 
The fourth hypothesis examines whether the perceived salience and credibility 
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of a news event would be different, if people's first sources are not the same. 
H4: The perceived salience and credibility of a news event may be 
different, if people's first media sources are not the same. 
Other Perception Differences 
Ever since the first electronic paper appeared, researchers have questioned 
whether the layout of the Internet and its multimedia presentation would make 
audience's recall memory and general liking different. 
De Fleur et al. (1992) introduced 480 subjects to an experiment, to find out 
from which medium could audience recall news stories best. News stories were 
presented to them through one of the four media: newspapers, computer screen, 
television and radio. Results showed that newspaper presentations were remembered 
best, while computer screen gave a similar result. Presentations on broadcast media, 
including television and radio, were significantly poorer in being recalled. 
De Fleur at el.'s study was limited in its assessment of the effect of multimedia 
presentations on the Internet, as the news were delivered mainly in words and sound 
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bites. Sundar's (2000) investigation was more comprehensive. His study focused 
on how text, picture, video and audio would combine to affect audience's processing 
and perception of a news website and its content. He addressed the question: Are 
multimedia effective in transmitting a message? 
The answer was “no”. When more media were involved, poorer memories 
resulted, because they caused distraction in mental processing, thus degrading 
memories. "Text plus Picture" website presentations triggered the best recall and 
recognition. Sundar reached the conclusion that people leamt less content from 
broadcast media (resembling websites with audio and video downloads) than print 
media (websites with text and picture only). The study showed us that the use 
multimedia matters: it generates differences in audience's perception of news content. 
News Diffusion and the Use of the Internet 
The main purpose of the first four hypotheses is to re-examine the major 
factors of the news diffusion theory. The present study, however, is also interested in 
explaining how the Internet is used in news diffusion vis-a-vis other media, since not 
much has been done in this area. There is much room to develop insights into it. I 
would like to see how the Internet is being used as (1) a source for additional 
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information (mass medium) and (2) a channel to talk with other people (interpersonal 
medium) in the diffusion of a critical news event. 
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2.3 Possible Internet Uses in News Diffusion 
The inherent characteristics of the Internet, particularly interactivity and 
multi-flinctions, evoke a lot of arguments within the communication discipline, 
making the "interpersonal vs. mass communication" dichotomy problematic. 
"CMC (Computer Mediated Communication) groups are neither mass nor 
interpersonal; it is the largest form of conversation, or the smallest form of mass 
communication" (Rafaeli, 1997). 
“...(the Internet) exhibits some characteristics of the interpersonal form and 
some of the characteristics of the mass form; but it is not simply a blend of them" 
(Ball-Rokeach and Reardon, 1988). 
"...the interactivity of the new media makes them much like interpersonal 
communication, although they can potentially reach many more individuals than one 
or a few" (Reardon and Rogers, 1988) 
As Reardon and Rogers (1988) noted, the division of interpersonal and mass 
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communication as two separate academic disciplines was by and large a historical and 
political decision, with little theory justification. In studying the diffusion function 
of the Internet, therefore, I would not define it as either an interpersonal or a mass 
channel. Taking side would only limit the scope of the research. A better approach 
to determine the significance of the Internet is by how it is used, not by its formal 
characteristics or means of message transmission (Ball-Rokeach and Reardon, 1988; 
Ogan, 1993). 
Review of the literature showed that the concept of "clusters of media uses" 
developed by Flanagin and Metzger (2001) offers good help to this study. Based on 
theories of individual needs and media uses such as Uses and Gratification Model, the 
researchers compiled a list of 21 communication needs to be satisfied by 9 media uses. 
The nine media uses included five traditional media (face-to-face, telephone, 
newspapers, television, books and magazines) plus electronic mail and three distinct 
functions of the Internet (information retrieval, information giving and conversation). 
They asked respondents to match their media uses with the media, and classify the 
media they associate closely with one another. 
The results showed that individuals' media uses fell into three separate clusters: 
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Unmediated Interpersonal Communication (Face-to-Face), Mediated Interpersonal 
Communication (Internet conversation, telephone and email) and Mass 
Communication (Television, Internet information giving, Internet information 
retrieval, books & magazines and newspapers). While Face-to-Face communication 
stood out as the major channel to satisfy people's personal needs, mediated 
interpersonal communication helped maintain social bonding, relationship and 
problem solving. Mass media are specifically used for information and leisure. In 
other words, new media did not cluster alone. Instead, it aligned with either 
traditional mass or traditional interpersonal channels. People used new media to 
fulfill a variety of media needs, just as they used other traditional media (Flanagin and 
Metzger, 2001). 
These conclusions echoed with some of Lee and Leung's (2001) findings from 
an investigation of youth's media uses in Hong Kong. In the study, they found that 
while mass media like television and newspapers mainly served as an information 
source and entertainment for the youth, the Internet assumed multi-purposes (which 
were a blend of mass and interpersonal communication uses): 
It provides knowledge and information like newspapers, helps kill time like 
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television and computer games, . . . i t serves personal needs for communicating 
with people like telephone, and it provides a window to know about the 
outside world like television. 
In their opinion, while the youth in Hong Kong is exploring various 
possibilities offered by the new media, at this stage, they tend to use it as an 
information source and personal medium more than an entertaining channel (which is 
mainly served by mass media). The idea suggested to us a convergence of adoption 
and uses and gratification research. That is, as the uses of communication 
technologies (in this case, the Internet) may change over the various phases of 
adoption, they should be examined at each stage of the adoption process (Flanagin 
and Metzger, 2001). A good example is newspaper. Upon losing their monopoly 
on timeliness of news after people's adoption of television, newspapers differentiated 
themselves from the competitor to survive. They made their narratives richer by 
adding more news analysis and background information. The change is successful 
because people no longer look for most update information from a newspaper, but 
they turn to it for in-depth analysis (Bamhurst and Mutz, 1997). 
In the following, I will proceed with a focus on the Internet's major uses: How 
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it serves as a personal medium and an information source. 
The Internet As a Personal Medium 
When we consider the Internet as a mass medium, electronic papers or online 
news are usually the subject of our discussion. However, evidence shows that 
electronic papers are far too primitive to be comparable to the conventional mass 
media (Kimber, 1997; So, 2001). While the paper-and-print newspapers still assume 
a non-displaceable, unique role as an information source in the society (Lee and 
Leung, 2000; Bamhurst and Mutz, 1997; Robinson and Levy, 1996)，online 
newspapers are just the complement of traditional media (Schultz, 2000). Moreover, 
interactivity on e-papers is actually scarce (Schultz, 2000). For example, in Taiwan, 
all e-papers failed in fully launching the potentials of the Internet: personalization, 
multi-media presentations, timely updates, search engines, interactivity and horizontal 
hypertexts (Chan, 2000), making them merely "newspapers online" (Carlson, 1999)， 
not online newspapers. 
In view of this, Internet communication is "essentially human communication 
via the Internet computer network" (December, 1996). In fact, researchers found 
that users are actually applying social rules on communications via the Internet. For 
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example, Sundar and Nass (2000) raised two competing hypotheses to see if users 
considered Computer As a Medium (CAM hypothesis) or as A Source (CAS 
hypothesis) when they interacted with it. In a CAM model, users perceived 
interacting with the computer equivalent to interacting with an unseen programmer, 
the interaction was likely to be a mediated one, where computers were treated merely 
as a conduit. For users interacting with a computer as if they were interacting with 
someone else, as in a CAS model, the interaction was a truly direct interaction and the 
computer was treated as a real communication source. 
The results supported a CAS model. In other words, physical cues, such as 
interactivity, evoke the schema of human-human interaction when an individual is 
dealing with a computer. That means people treat computer as an interpersonal 
communication source. 
In a study on group computer mediated communication, Rafaeli (1997) came 
to the same conclusion by finding that the interactions on the web expressed a high 
preference for agreement and the messages posted contained many first person plural 
pronouns, making it an "extension of interpersonal conversation”. 
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A group of English researchers found that journalists in their country enjoyed 
the interactive nature of newsgroups where they could be more active in the news 
process, and considered email a convenient way to keep in touch with overseas 
colleagues (Nicholas, Williams, Cole and Martin, 2000). 
In the investigation of Hong Kong youth's media uses mentioned earlier, Lee 
and Leung (2001) took the point that “the Internet is going to become an important 
personal medium with special functions in providing quick assess to the outside world 
and keeping people in easy touch". 
All these studies agree on a single point: the Internet is being used as a 
personal medium, which if proved true, can be expected to facilitate a news diffusion 
process, because interpersonal communication is crucial in determining whether the 
diffusion is fast and complete. 
The fifth hypothesis aims at exploring if the Internet contributes to the 
diffusion of high-salient news events in serving as an interpersonal medium: 
H5: The Internet contributes to the diffusion of a news event by serving as 
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a personal medium for people to inform others. 
The Internet As an Information Source 
It is argued that in order to assume an indispensable role in the modem society, 
electronic papers must have a local focus and revert to its historic role, "as town 
square, citizen resource, community forum and civic glue" (Kimber, 1997). The 
idea is very much close to that of a “portal”. In Carlson's (1999) words, portal is “a 
doorway, entrance, or gate". It is a starting point for computer users when they surf 
where they can obtain high-quality information in a variety of content areas. 
Large media corporations including the Times and the Washington Post are 
proactively turning themselves into portals because once they can offer enough 
services in a single place, online audience will grow, attracting more advertisers to 
pay for the space. With this trend, it is not surprising to find that a majority of 
people consider Internet websites as their most highly used source for information 
seeking (Flanagin and Metzger, 2001). 
� 
Besides websites, another Internet function that enables online information 
seeking is online forum. In her study of communication on an electronic bulletin 
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board (BBS) during the Gulf War, Ogan (1993) found a significant number of people 
used BBS as a platform to provide and seek for most updated information. A 
considerable number of people exchanged and discussed political opinions there too. 
She noted a "re-transmission of information" which was unique in that particular 
medium; people collected information from mass media somewhere else and then 
posted it on the board, resembling that of press reviews. One of her informers 
commented that such a medium simulated a coffeehouse: "people come and go, say a 
few witty things, argue politics, ask about help or information, share some news or an 
article ... ’ or make announcements about something they are involved in". Thus she 
concluded the BBS a medium to serve exchange, debate and associational functions 
(Ogan, 1993). 
So and Lee (2000) conceptualized communication activities on the web as a 
"digital market". A digital market acts in three ways: it is an information market for 
people to exchange information, an opinion market for timely interactions as well as 
an e-business market for online ads and cyber retailing. 
The final hypothesis is: 
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H6: The Internet contributes to the diffusion of a news event by serving as 
a source for people to seek for additional information. 
Summary 
The objective of this study is to investigate how a high-salient news event is 
diffused among people in Hong Kong. It focuses on whether emotional responses 
and attachment to celebrity figures are related to interpersonal communication. 
Finally, it attempts to look at the news diffusion function of the Internet. If a 
relationship between interpersonal communication and the use of the Internet is 
formulated, then it could be reasonable to conclude that the Internet facilitates a news 
diffusion. 
News diffusion Theory was developed in the 1940s to 1960s. It explained 
how a high-salient news event is diffused in a population. It found that the diffusion 
resembled a Two-Step Flow model in which most people received information from 
other people. Interpersonal communication made information spread faster and 
farther. The first hypothesis is: 
HIilnterpersonal communication is the most significant source in the 
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diffusion of a high-salient news event. 
The study goes further in exploring what stimulates interpersonal 
communication and information seeking upon receiving a high-salient event. Earlier 
studies suggested that people's perceived salience and degree of emotional 
involvement were good predictors. As a result, the second and third hypotheses are: 
H2: The more a person considers a news event as important, the more 
likely is he to inform others and seek for further information. 
H3a: The more a person is upset by a news event, the more likely is he to 
inform others and seek for further information. 
H3b: The more a person is psychologically attached to a mediated 
personality, the more likely is he to inform others and seek further 
information. 
The study next compares different initial sources of diffusion. Different 
information sources give different clues, which contribute to people's perceived 
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salience of a news event. Even various media give the same information with 
similar treatment, they are different in credibility. An understanding of people's first 
source is crucial because it affects people's desire to seek for ftirther information or to 
spread it out. The fourth hypothesis is: 
H4: The perceived salience and credibility of a news event may be 
different, if people's first media sources are different. 
The rest of the study explores the roles played by the Internet in news 
diffusion. A review of literature showed that most studies found that the Internet 
was used as a personal medium and an information source. As a result, I propose 
two more hypotheses: 
H5: The Internet contributes to the diffusion of a news event by serving as 
a personal medium for people to inform others. 
H6: The Internet contributes to the diffusion of a news event by serving as 
a source for people to seek for additional information. 
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Chapter Three 
3.1 Pre-survey Preparations 
A direct method to study news diffusion is to conduct surveys upon the 
breaking of critical events. As they are mostly unpredictable, pre-survey 
preparations become very crucial. Following the study paradigm provided by 
Deutschmann and Danielson (1960)，a generalized questionnaire was first designed. 
Questions were set up in a way that they could be adapted to any kind of 
critical events to be studied. They fell naturally into three parts. The first part 
asked respondents their original information source and follow-up activities (e.g. 
whether they passed the news onwards, looked for its details or engaged in 
discussion). Then it asked their perceived salience of the news on a 0-10 point scale. 
Finally, respondents' media habits and demographics were collected for further 
analysis. 
Second, residential telephone numbers were ready beforehand. In order to 
acquire a representative sample, the use of telephone directory was not considered 
because it does not cover all residential numbers. Instead, all numbers were 
generated randomly. To reduce empty numbers, the first four digits of each number 
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were extracted from a representative sample, which contained 300 valid residential 
telephone numbers. Then a computer generated the last four digits randomly. In 
this way, a considerable amount of empty lines could be avoided, while keeping the 
sample random. 
Once a valid number was dialled, an interviewer would make another random 
draw by asking the respondent to pick up a family member whose birthday was 
closest to the interviewing date. 
Third, interviewers were trained in advance and were stood by all the time for 
sudden breaks of critical events. A group of twenty undergraduate telephone 
interviewers were recruited on campus. Each of them was given a half hour training 
introducing the purposes and methodologies of the study, while telephone 
I 
interviewing techniques were also discussed. Once a suitable critical news event 
broke out, they were called upon immediately to gather at a lab equipped with 
telephones. Usually about six interviewers were available on each interviewing day. 
They were briefed for another 15 minutes to assure they understood the particular 
event well and familiarize themselves with the questions. Adjustments were made 
when different cases were studied. 
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Questionnaires, telephone numbers and trained interviewers were ready by 
July, 2001. A small scale pre-test about Beijing's winning of the bid to hold the 
2008 Olympic Games was carried out in mid-July. The survey interviewed 40 
people. Then I waited for breaking events. Finally, two surveys were conducted. 
The first was September 11 Terrorist Attack and the second was the news about the 
engagement between Financial Secretary Antony Leung Kam-chung and the Olympic 
diving medallist Michelle Fu Ming-xia. September 11 was undoubtedly an 
international critical event while the "Leung-Fu Engagement" also generated high 
interests among the local public. 
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3.2 Operationalization and Measurement of Variables 
The first study, the news diffusion of September 11, was conducted in Hong 
Kong on September 12, 13，14 and 17 by telephone interviews. One thousand seven 
hundred and eighty-three telephone numbers were dialled, 667 were valid and 309 
people were successfully interviewed. Response rate was 46%. Of them, 46% 
were male and 54% female; 23% aged 12-18, 9% in 19-24，14% in 25-34, 32% in 
35-49 and 22% in 50 or above. 
Some basic data were collected at the beginning of the survey: 
1. Knowledge of September 11 Terrorist Attack. 
The number of respondents who knew the event was counted; it would be 
used to calculate the Extent of Diffusion in a population (0 to 100%). 
2. The first time the event was heard. 
Respondents were asked to tell us, as precise as they could, the exact time 
when they first heard about the news of September 11. It was used to 
draw a cumulative percentage curve. 
3. The channel respondents first heard about the news from (i.e. the initial 
source). 
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Whether it was a mass medium (e.g. television, radio or newspaper) or a 
personal channel (i.e. the respondents were told by someone else); the 
most significant channel would be known (HI). 
4. Finally, the location when they first heard about the news. 
As proposed by H2 and H3，in the course of diffusion, interpersonal 
communication and media use may be stimulated by three factors, namely personal 
importance (Basil and Brown, 1994), emotional disturbance (Kubey and Peluso, 1990) 
and parasocial interaction (Henningham, 2000; Rogers, 2000). Thus these 
independent variables were measured next. Personal Importance is the degree to 
which a news event is perceived as personally relevant to an individual (Basil and 
Brown, 1994). Emotional Disturbance is the degree an individual feels unhappy, has 
strong emotional reactions or tendency of feeling like crying (Kubey and Peluso, 1990) 
as a result of an event. Finally, Parasocial Interaction is "a psychological 
orientation toward communication sources found in human-television 
interaction.”(Sundar and Ness, 2000) It is said to occur when individuals interact 
with a mediated representation of a person as if the person were actually present. All 
three variables were measured on a 0-10 point ordinal scale. For example, the 
question about Personal Importance: 
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"When you first heard about the news of September 11 Terrorist Attack, how 
much did you perceive the event as important to you? 
If you perceived it as VERY IMPORTANT, please give 10 points on a 0-10 
point scale; 
If you perceived it as NOT IMPORTANT AT ALL, please give 0 point on a 
0-10 point scale." 
And the other two variables were measured in similar ways. 
The dependent variable, the extent of interpersonal communication and use of 
media, was asked next. Interpersonal Communication was decomposed into two 
indices. First, it was Informing Others. The questions asked if a knower of the 
event has ever told somebody else about September 11, so as to pass the news forward. 
If they did, then how many people were told and through what channels (any kind of 
these personal media: face-to-face conversation, telephone, mobiles, pager, SMS, 
email or ICQ) did they use (H5). The second index was Engaging in Discussion. 
The question asked if respondents had ever joined a group of two or more people to 
exchange feelings about September 11. People who were most active in 
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interpersonal communication would both inform others and engage in discussions, 
while least active people did neither one. 
Apart from interpersonal communication, Additional Media Use was also 
asked. It is because individuals who are likely to inform others and engage in 
discussions are also more active in seeking for additional information about a 
high-salient event (Gantz, Fitzmaurice and Fink, 1991). If respondents devoted 
more time than usual to look for details about the event through either the first source 
or other media, they were making additional media uses. The media one used for 
seeking additional information, that includes any mass media or Internet websites, 
were also asked (H6). 
As a result, correlations between personal importance, emotional disturbance 
and para-social interaction (independent variables) and Interpersonal 
Communication (including Informing Others and Engaging in Discussion) and 
Additional Media Use (dependent variables) would be examined. 
Individuals' initial information sources (including interpersonal channel: 
people telling each other face-to-face, through telephones or email, and mass media: 
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television, radio newspapers and Internet websites) may be different in media 
credibility (Flanagin and Metzger, 2000) and they may give different degrees of 
salience (Rogers, 2000) to a piece of breaking news. Therefore two more variables, 
Media Credibility and Perceived Salience, were asked next (H4). Media Credibility 
is defined as how much a respondent perceives their first information source as 
credible, not the event per se, while Perceived Salience is “ the degree to which a 
news event is perceived as important by an individual or individuals" (Rogers, 2000). 
Respondents were asked to measure both variables on a 0-10 point scale, like how 
Personal Importance was asked. 
Since all the variables were ordinal, their correlations would be tested by 
Pearson's R. Re-grouping was sometimes necessary and therefore cross-tables 
would be used for illustration. 
On the other hand, the survey about "Leung-Fu Engagement" was conducted 
in the evening of March 24 and 25. One thousand one hundred and fifty-nine calls 
were made, 394 got through and 190 interviews were successfully conducted. The 
response rate was 48%. In the sample, 46% were male and 54% female; 22% aged 
12-18, 10% in 19-24, 15% in 25-34, 33% in 35-49 and 20% in 50 or above. 
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The survey questions were similar to that of the September 11 Terrorist Attack, 
but the question about emotional upset was replaced by asking respondents how much 
they liked Leung or Fu instead. It is because the nature of this event was totally 
different from September 11. It would be more appropriate to measure people's 
para-social interaction. The question asked was given below: 
"If 10 means I LIKE him/her VERY MUCH, and 0 means I DON'T LIKE 
him/her at all, in your impression, how much would you give Leung 
Kam-chung / Fu Ming-xia on a 0-10 point scale?" 
Four hundred ninety-nine people were interviewed in the surveys altogether. 
The sample profile resembled the characteristics of Hong Kong population according 
to census data. In each case, all six hypotheses were tested. Results and 
Discussion are presented in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four 
4.1 Rate of Diffusion 
Despite different natures, the September 11 Terrorist Attack (referred as 
"September 11” hereafter) and the news about Leung-Fu Engagement between 
Financial Secretary Leung Kam-chung and Olympic diving medallist Fu Ming-xia 
("Leung-Fu Engagement，，）were both high-salient events that triggered dramatic 
diffusion rates in the public of Hong Kong. 
September 11 was typical for diffusion study as it was such a disaster with 
immense impact. Apart from investigating how the news was diffused, I also 
focused on the relationship between emotional responses and interpersonal 
communication. Leung-Fu Engagement, with a news nature entirely different from 
September 11, was deliberately chosen as a complement to September 11. It did not 
bring any crisis to the society but it evoked local people's enthusiasm to exchange and 
discuss the news. Its first news bulletin was delivered from the Internet and was 
quickly relayed by other media. The relationship between para-social interaction 
and interpersonal communication was studied. In both cases, the use of the Internet 
in diffusion was investigated. 
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By and large, the studies show deviations from classical ones in which 
interpersonal communication was not so important; Television and Newspapers 
predominated as the first sources. The news diffusion function of the Internet may 
be limited, but its potential is worth noting. 
September 11: A stunningly high diffiision rate 
September 11 occurred in New York at about 9:00am - 9:00pm in Hong Kong 
time - on Tuesday, September 11, 2001. The first plane crash took place at 8:48am; 
18 minutes later, at 9:06am, another crash occurred. An hour later, World Trade 
Centre collapsed. According to the information retrieved from the websites of the 
two major broadcast media in Hong Kong, Radio and Television Hong Kong (RTHK) 
and Commercial Radio (CR)，the first news bulletin was issued from CR at 9:03 pm. 
As for television, ATV broadcasted the first special announcement in the middle of the 
programme “Who Wants to Be A Millionaire?" at about 9:10pm, and it started 
real-time broadcasting from around 9:45pm. Five minutes later, another local 
television station, TVB, followed. 
After the first television bulletin of September 11 at around 9:00pm, within 
one and a half hour's time, over 90% Hong Kong people had already had the news. 
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The diffusion started to level off at about 10:00pm while it was almost completed 
(97%) by dawn. One day later, on September 12，100% people had got it. Such a 
rate and extent of diffusion is comparable only to the news about JFK's assassination 
(Greenberg, 1964)，occurred forty years ago (Brasil and Brown, 1994). The 
cumulative percentages of informed people show a typical S-curve (Figure 1): 
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Leung-Fu Engagement: A romance known to 90% of a population 
On March 23, Ming Pao daily exclusively disclosed that the 50-year-old 
Financial Secretary Antony Leung Kam-chung would marry the Olympic diving 
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medallist Michelle Fu Ming-xia, 23, within a year. Before succeeding Donald Tsang 
as financial secretary in May, Leung served in senior management positions for 
several international banks. He had just released his first budget before proposing 
Leung-Fu Engagement. Fu's diving heroics have made her a national star. She 
became the youngest World Champion in 1991, at age 12, and followed that up with a 
gold at the 1992 Olympics. She captured two gold medals four years later at the 
Atlanta games and struck gold again in Sydney in 2000. 
The news about Leung-Fu Engagement was first released from the website of 
Ming Pao (mingpao.com) in the mid-night of March 22, 2002. On the next day, 
March 23，Ming Pao had the exclusive story. Afterwards, a wide range of other 
channels confirmed it in the course of the day. Commercial Radio had the news 
broadcasted at 9:36 a.m. while Radio Television Hong Kong lagged behind it for 
almost an hour. As for the television, Cable TV treated it as a headline story at ten o' 
clock in the morning. The other two broadcast television channels, TVB and ATV, 
released the story the first time in the afternoon, and repeated it in their evening and 
late news reports. But TVB gave the story relatively low prominence while ATV 
treated it as a headline story after a commercial break, with more airtime. On the 
following day, March 24, all other newspapers had the news and made it a cover story, 
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including Ming Pao itself. 
According to survey results, 169 out of 190 respondents said they had heard 
about the news of Leung-Fu Engagement on or before March 25, making up 88.9% of 
the sample. In other words, almost nine out of ten Hong Kong people had got it in 
48 hours. And most of them (37.9%) had it from newspapers. Only one person got 
the news right after it had been delivered on the Internet in the mid-night of March 22. 
A considerable amount of people (12.6%) could not recall precisely the first time they 
heard about it: 
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As seen from the graph (Figure 2), the slope, and thus the rate of diffusion, of 
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Leung-Fu Engagement was smoother than that of September 11. It can be explained 
by the fact that it was not a sudden crisis that resulted in lives and properties risks. 
But its rate and extent of diffusion was high enough to be distinguished from routine 
news, according to Greenberg's (1964) categorization. In his classical study about 
interpersonal communication and news diffusion, the most salient events were 
disseminated to 88% to 96% of the population, all received "bulletin treatment". This 
news was known to 89% of people and its difflision was almost completed within two 
days, so it met the condition of being a salient event. 
In the following sections, research hypotheses would be tested against the two 
fundamentally different but similarly high-salient news events. They focused on 
people's initial sources, the relationship between perceived salience, emotional 
disturbance, individuals' para-social interaction with celebrities and interpersonal 
communication, and the news diffusion function of the Internet as well. 
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4.2 Results and Discussion 
Hl:Interpersonal communication is the most significant source in the 
diffusion of a high-salient news event. 
September 11 :Television was the predominant source 
The diffusion of September 11 in Hong Kong deviated from typical diffusion 
studies, in which interpersonal communication is often dominant. In the incident of 
September 11, television was overwhelmingly the most dominant first source of 
information for Hong Kong people, taking up 86% of the population. Only one tenth 
of the sample got the news from personal channels. Newspapers and the Internet 
(Email in this case) were the least popular first sources, being responsible for 
informing only one person each (Table I-l). 
Table I-l People's first source about news of September 11 (N = 309) 
Television 86.1% 




Timing of the event and living patterns of Hong Kong people shed some light 
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on the findings. When the attack happened on Tuesday, at about 9:00pm (Hong 
Kong time), most people had returned home (86% of the respondents told us that they 
were at home when they got the news the first time). It was at the peak television 
viewing hour when the local television stations, TVB and ATV, were showing the 
popular prime time programmes “The Weakest Link" and "Who Wants To Be A 
Millionaire" respectively. In other words, not only were most Hong Kong people at 
home when special news of September 11 was being announced, but they were also 
watching television, making it the predominant first source in the diffiision process. 
In fact, when asked about the time they first got the news, a great number of 
people answered by giving the name of the programmes they were watching. 
For those who were not at home (n = 39)，on the other hand, personal sources 
were of overriding importance. More than half of them (n = 21) got the news from 
other people including friends (n = 8), strangers (n = 6) and families (n = 3). This 
finding echoed with De Fleur's generalization (1987) that interpersonal 
communication is a very important source in diffusion. Cellular mobiles were the 
commonest communication tool in this diffusion activity; 38% people (n=8) were 
reached by others through mobiles. 
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Two more features about interpersonal communication activities in this course 
should be highlighted. First, in some cases, people received phone calls from their 
friends telling them about September 11 while they were already watching the news 
broadcast. It showed that people did have desires to inform and share with others 
about the unprecedented attacks but they lagged behind television. Moreover, many 
respondents told us that they assumed that most households had watched television 
and already had the news like themselves, so they were less eager, hence less active, 
in transmitting the news. 
Instead of acting as informers, many people engaged actively in discussions, 
however. According to our data, 6 out of 10 people had talked about the news or 
exchanged their ideas with others on proceeding days. It implied that the "relay 
function" of interpersonal communication, i.e., people transmit information from the 
mass media to other people, was superceded by the "reinforcement function", i.e., 
people talk with knowers (Danielson and Deutschmann, 1960). 
Hypothesis 1 was not supported. Interpersonal communication is not always 
the most significant initial source in news diffusion. 
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Leung-Fu Engagement: Newspaper was the predominant source 
HI was also rejected in the news diffusion of Leung-Fu Engagement. The 
most predominant sources were newspapers (37.9%) and television (30.2%). 
Interpersonal communication came the third (14.8%). The Internet had only 
informed eight people about the news: 
Table II-1 People's first source about news of Leung and Fu (N = 169) 
Newspaper 37.9% 
Television 30.2% 




An unexpected engagement with high media salience but low interpersonal 
communication meant that people were not interested in talking about it, though they 
might be curious. Otherwise broadcast sources could not get over the dominance of 
interpersonal communication in the diffusion process. 
A major factor accounting for a low interpersonal communication may be a 
result of a mismatch between the nature of the news and the newspaper that first 
.51 
delivered it. It was Ming Pao that had the news exclusively at first. Ming Pao is a 
so-called intellectual paper with a medium readership of about 80,000 daily; only six 
people (7.9%) were informed by it on the first day. As these people are intellectuals 
(more educated and mature), they would be less eager than the mass to discuss and 
inform each other about the news. On the same day, a majority of people in fact got 
the news either from television (55.3%) or from radio (18.4%). But these broadcast 
media did not treat the news as a breaking event. Therefore interpersonal 
communication was limited; only eight people (10.5%) were informed about the news 
from others. 
But starting from the second day, the situation changed. All newspapers, 
including the three most popular mass papers Oriental Daily, Apple Daily and The 
Sun, which contribute to 80% of newspaper readership in Hong Kong, printed the 
romance story on their cover pages. The effect was obvious because 69.7% of the 
second-day-knowers (n二66) got it from newspapers. The second most predominant 
information source was interpersonal channel; 17.4% of the population were told by 
others. 
Interpersonal communication was much more active on the second day 
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because first, all newspapers treated the news story as a cover story with pages of 
details，so many people perceived it important and therefore interpersonal 
communication was activated. Second, on Sundays many Hong Kong families 
would go to a nearby Chinese restaurant for breakfast. Hence these restaurants 
become good public spheres for social gathering as well as information exchange, 
making interpersonal communication prevalent. 
Taking these factors together, if the news had been the exclusive story of one 
of the mass papers, its fate would have been very different. Mass papers would not 
be as discreet as the Ming Pao to put the story underneath the cover page, making it 
less prominent. When a news of this kind is placed on the top page of the Apple 
Daily, for instance, it will be so eye-catching to generate people's curiosity, evoking 
more interpersonal communication. Then the diffusion of the news would be 
contrary to this one. Anyway, HI was not supported. 
HI was rejected in both cases. That means interpersonal communication 
may not always be the most significant source in the course of news diffusion. Daily 
rhythms of a population (De Fleur, 1987), media salience of an event given by the first 
channel that delivers it and the nature of a mass medium, would all be possible to 
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impact the initial sources of a news event. 
H2: The more a person considers a news event as important, the more 
likely is he to inform others and seek further information. 
September 11: High personal importance evoked interpersonal communication 
In order to compare how active people were in interpersonal communication 
after knowing September 11 from their initial sources, we classified them into four 
types according to their "level of involvement". The most active people would 
inform others about September 11 as well as engage in discussions. Less active 
people would not act as informers but engage in discussions while the least active 
ones neither informed nor discussed the event with others (Table 1-2). 
Table 1-2 People's "Level of Involvement" in Interpersonal 
Communication (N = 309) 
Less Active More Active 
(Did not inform others) (Informed others) 
No Discussion Discussion No Discussion Discussion 
15.5% 19.7% 23.0% 41.7% 
Overall, there was a strong desire among Hong Kong people to talk to others 
after knowing the tragedy, with 65% having informed others and 61% engaging in 
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discussions. People usually informed families (49%) and friends (42.7%), while 
some of them also turned to colleagues (9%) and even strangers (0.7%). Most 
people relied on face-to-face conversation (41%), telephones (36%) and mobiles (11%) 
to inform others, while 8% turned to the Internet (including email and ICQ). 
People were also asked to access on a 0-10 scale, how much they perceived 
September 11 as personally important to them. Those who put themselves in 0-5 
would be categorized as "low personal importance", while the rest (6-10) would be in 
"high personal importance" category. It was found that the more they perceived the 
news as personally important, the more active they were in interpersonal 
communication activities (Pearson's R = .191，= .001; X】：4.144, df = l,p 二 .042; 
Table 1-3). 
Table 1-3 Personal Importance by. Interpersonal Communication (N = 309) 
Less Active More Active Total 
Low Importance (0-5) 44.2% 55.8% 100% 
High Importance (6-10) 31.8% 68.2% 100% 
Chi Square 二 4.144, d/=l, sig. (two-sided) = .042 
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Another indicator showing people's concern for this event was whether they 
sought for additional information. Ninety percent of the sample (n = 277) had had 
additional media uses to monitor the disaster, which included television (87%), 
newspapers (76%), radio (35%), the Internet (23%) and books (4%). Besides, more 
concerned people were more likely to have additional media uses (Pearson's R 
=.179,/? = .002; 4.503，df= \,p = .034; Table 1-4). H2 was supported. 
Table 1-4 Personal Importance by Additional Media Uses (N=309) 
Did you make additional media use? 
Personal Importance Yes No Total 
Low (0-5) 83.7% 16.3% 100% 
High (6-10) 91.9% 8.1% 100% 
Chi Square = 4.503, df= 1, sig. (two-sided) = .034 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Personal importance determined extent of diffusion 
A positive correlation was also observed between people's perceived salience 
of Leung-Fu Engagement and the extent of interpersonal communication. Therefore 
H2 was supported again. 
In the news diffusion of Leung-Fu Engagement，only 26.6% (n 二 45) of the 
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knowers had ever told others about the news, far less than those who kept silence. 
Those who considered the news as personally important would be more willing than 
the rest to inform others (Pearson's R = .200, p 二 .009; 2.012，df= l,p = .156; 
Table II-2). The people they turned to were their families (51.1%) and friends 
(37.8%) while some passed it to their colleagues (8.9%). Only one person told 
strangers. Most people did not use any communication tools to conduct the message. 
84.4% told the others face-to-face, only 6.7% used mobiles; 4.4% used fixed line 
telephone and the other 4.4% used email/ICQ. 
Table II-2 Personal Importance by Interpersonal Communication - Relay 
(N=169) 
Did you tell others about the Engagement between Leung and Fu? 
Personal Importance Yes No Total 
Low (0-5) 23.8% 76.2% 100% 
High (6-10) 34.9% 65.1% 100% 
Chi Square 二 2.012, df= 1, sig. (two-sided) = .156 
Note: A significant Pearson's Correlation was observed (Pearson's R = .200,/? = .009) 
People were also not very enthusiastic in the details of the news after they had 
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known it. In the 169 knowcrs, only 29 people, 17.2%, had ever actively looked for 
the details of the news from other media. These media were newspapers (62.1%)’ 
the Internet (31%) and radio (3.4%). People's additional media use was again 
strongly correlated with their perceived salience (Pearson's R = .399 p = .000; X^ = 
16.310, d f= = .000; Table II-3). 
Table II-3 Personal Importance by Additional Media Use (N=169) 
Did you make additional media use? 
Personal Importance Yes No Total 
Low (0-5) 10.3% 89.7% 100% 
High (6-10) 37.2% 62.8% 100% 
Chi Square = 16.310, df= 1，sig. (two-sided) = .000 
Despite low relay activities and additional media uses, nearly half of the 
respondents did engage in different degrees of discussions to speak out their opinions 
about Leung-Fu Engagement (Reinforcing the news). This was similar to the 
phenomenon observed in September 11. About 10% of respondents said they were 
‘‘actively，’ engaged in discussions, 31.4% discussed “rather actively" while 4.7% said 
they were “rather passive" in the discussion. In other words, 45.6% of people (n二77) 
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people (out of 169) had engaged in discussions, though the majority, 54.4%, had not. 
Again, those who perceived the news as more important would engage more actively 
in discussions (Pearson's R = .169,p = .028; 2 . 4 4 4， l，p 二 .118; Table II-4). 
Table 11-4 Personal Importance by Interpersonal Communication -
Reinforcement (N=169) 
Did you engaged in discussion? 
Personal Importance Yes No Total 
Low (0-5) 42.1% 57.9% 100% 
High (6-10) 55.8% 44.2% 100% 
Chi Square = 2.444, df= 1，sig. (two-sided) = .118 
Note: A significant Pearson's Correlation was observed (Pearson's R = .169,/? = .028) 
Active early knowers were key players in diffusion 
In both cases, the "relay" function of interpersonal communication was 
superseded by the "reinforcement" one. In other words, knowers were more likely 
to share a news event among themselves than to pass it to unknowers. But there 
were some early knowers who were equally eager to engage in discussions and inform 
others. These active informers informed the late knowers and helped complete the 59 
news diffusions. They are key players in any diffusion. 
In an attempt to understand these active early informers more, I tried to 
correlate a respondent's demographics (age, monthly family income, education, media 
using habit and gender) and the extent they participated in interpersonal 
communication (whether they informed others or merely engaged in discussions) in 
the sample of Leung-Fu Engagement. 
It was found that, how fast an individual got the news was correlated with his 
family salary and own educational background. People with higher education or 
better family monthly salary were more likely to get news faster than the others. In 
terms of knowledge about the news, people with better education background 
(Pearson's R = .177, p = .015) and media exposure (Pearson's R 二 .285，p = .000) 
were more likely to have the knowledge about the news. 
The attempt to formulate any correlations between respondents' background 
and their activeness in interpersonal communication in the September 11 sample was 
in vain. It was because emotional disturbance was the single significant factor that 
was too dominant in determining early knowers' informing attempts. The details of 
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it will be discussed in later sections. It was also not feasible to examine the 
relationship between an individual's background and his chance of knowing the news, 
it was because no unknowers were found in that case and all respondents had the 
news at almost the same time, from almost the same medium (television). 
H2 was supported in both cases. An individual who perceives a high-salient 
news as more personally important would be more likely to inform others and look for 
its details by making additional media uses. These informers may be crucial in 
completing a news diffusion process if they are active enough to tell late knowers 
about the news. Early knowers were found to have higher family salaries and better 
education background. 
H3a: The more a person is upset by a news event, the more likely is he to 
inform others and seek further information. 
H3b: The more a person is psychologically attached to a mediated 
personality, the more likely is he to inform others and seek further 
information. 
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September 11: Upset people were more active in telling others 
A significant positive correlation was found between emotional involvement 
and interpersonal communication. H3a was supported. 
We divided people who evaluated their upset level in 0 to 5 belonging to the 
"low upset" group while those who scored 6 to 10 as belonging to the "high upset", 
then crosstabed them with their “activeness，，in interpersonal communication. Table 
1-5 was generated. An obvious increase in “activeness，，was observed in “high 
upset" group, while it was absent in “low upset" group. 
The more a person was upset, the more active he was in interpersonal 
communication activities (Pearson's R = .210, .000; X�=12.043’ df=l,p = .001; 
Table 1-5). Also they would tell a greater number of people (Pearson's R = .0168,/? 
= .006) . People's emotional involvement also correlated positively with their 
additional media use (Pearson's R= .211 ,p = .000; 9.056, df 二 \,p = .003; Table 
1-6)，and varieties of media used (Pearson's R = .157,/? 二 .006). 
！ 
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Table 1-5 Emotional responses by Interpersonal communication (N = 309) 
Less Active More Active Total 
Low Upset (0-5) 50.6% 49.4% 100% 
High Upset (6-10) 29.5% 70.5% 100% 
Chi Square = 12.043, df= 1, sig. (two-sided) = .001 
Table 1-6 Emotional responses by Additional media uses (N 二 309) 
Did you make additional media use? 
Emotional Disturbance Yes No Total 
Low (0-5) 81.2% 18.8% 100% 
High (6-10) 92.9% 7.1% 100% 
Chi Square = 9.056, df 二 1，sig. (two-sided) 二 .003 
Females were found to be more active than males in informing others, perhaps 
they suffered from emotional upsets more easily (Pearson's R 二 .142, p = .012). The 
results supported the findings of the study about the explosion of space shuttle 
Challenger, in which people with stronger emotional upsets would tell more people to 
ease their anxieties (Kubey and Peluso, 1990). 
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Leung-Fu Engagement: No indication of para-social interaction 
Leung-Fu Engagement had nothing to do with emotional upsets. Therefore 
respondents were instead asked to assess how much they attached themselves to 
Leung or Fu, so as to study people's para-social interaction with celebrities and 
interpersonal communication (informing others, engagement in discussion and using 
of additional media). But the correlation was not statistically significant. 
All respondents were asked to evaluate how much they like Leung and Fu on a 
0-10 scale. People who liked them very much would score 10 while those who felt 
indifferent towards the lovers would get 0. Only a weak linkage was found between 
the attachment of Fu and informing others. A summary table of correlation 
coefficients is presented below. 
Table II-5 Summary of Correlation Coefficients 
Informing Others Engagement in Use of Additional 
(n=45) Discussion (n=77) Mass Media (n=29) 
Leung (scale 0-10) .069 (p 二 .383) .099 (p = .208) .061 (> = .438) 
Fu (scale 0-10) .0159 (p 二.046)* .112 (p- .162) .088 (p = .271) 
*Significance level = .05 
As shown, though both Leung and Fu were public figures, the attachment they 
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received from the public was not strong. Therefore para-social interaction was 
weaker than emotional responses to account for the extent of interpersonal 
communication in news diffiision. 
H3a was supported in the study of September 11. Upset people are more 
active in informing others and sharing the news around. But only a weak link was 
formulated between people ’s para-social interaction and interpersonal 
communication. Therefore it is not a very powerful factor in news diffusion. 
H4: The perceived salience and credibility of a news event may be 
different, if people's first media sources are not the same. 
September 11: Initial sources different in perceived credibility 
Since too many Hong Kong people shared the same first source, television, in 
the diffusion of September 11, little comparisons between different media could be 
made. No significant differences were observed between people's perceived salience 
and their initial sources {X^  = .556, ^/二 1，= .456; Table 1-7): 
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Table 1-7 First Source by Perceived Salience (N = 309) 
High salience Low salience Total 
Television 72.9% 27.1% 100% 
Non-television 67.4% 32.6% 100% 
Chi Square = .556, sig. (two-sided) = .456 
Respondents were also asked to evaluate how credible they perceived the 
news about September 11，upon their first knowledge of it on a 0-10 scale. Over 
60% of people gave full score, 10, for their initial sources. So they were all 
categorized in the "high credibility" group, against the "low credibility" group with 
scores ranging from 0 to 9. 
Table 1-8 First Source vs. Media Credibility (N = 309) 
High Media Low Media Total 
Credibility Credibility 
Television 87.2% 12.8% 100% 
Non-television 76.7% 23.3% 100% 
Chi Square = 3.325, df= 1, sig. (two-sided) 二 .68 
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Most people who got the news from television thought the medium a very 
credible source, while an evener distribution was obtained for non-television sources 
(see Table 1-8). Newspaper and the Internet were the initial sources for only one 
person respectively. But both individuals thought them not credible. The means of 
different initial sources were also compared. Television was the most credible 
source (mean 二 8.594) while the Internet the least (mean 二 4.000). 
Table 1-9 Average credibility against mass media 
Media Television Newspaper Other People Radio Internet 
(n=266) (n=l) (n 二 33) (n=8) (n=l) 
Credibility 8.59 8.00 7.55 7.38 4.00 
(0-10) 
Different initial sources were different in media credibility but not in 
perceived salience. H4 was partly supported. 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Different media different in perceived salience 
H4 was supported in the news diffusion of Leung-Fu Engagement. The 
averages of perceived salience (Table II-6) and media credibility were counted (Table 
11-8). Different media were different in perceived salience (Table II-7) and 
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credibility {X^  = 14.741, 5,/; = .012; Table 11-9). 
Table 11-6 Average perceived salicncc against mass media 
Media Internet Other People Television Radio Newspaper 
(n=8) (n 二 25) (n=51) (n=20) (n=64) 
Perceived 5.75 4.9 4.63 4.45 3.38 
Salience 
(0-10) 
Table II-7 Perceived Salience vs. First Sources 
High Salience Low Salience Total 
Television 27.5% 72.5% 100% 
Radio 20.0% 80.0% 100% 
Other People 32.0% 68.0% 100% 
Internet 37.5% 62.5% 100% 
Newspapers 20.3% 79.7% 100% 
Others ---- 100% 100% 
Chi Square 二 5.419, df= 5, sig. (two-sided)= .367 
Though newspapers gave Leung-Fu Engagement bulletin treatments, their 
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audience perceived the news less importantly than the audience of all other sources 
did. On the contrary, the Internet or Other people scored highest in perceived 
salience. 
Table II-8 Average credibility against mass media 
Media Radio Television Other People Newspaper Internet 
(n=20) (n=51) (n=25) (n=64) (n=8) 
Credibility 8.10 8.01 7.00 6.70 6.25 
(0-10) 
Table II-9 Media Credibility vs. First Sources 
High Credibility Low Credibility Total 
Television 82.4% 17.6% 100% 
Radio 90.0% 10.0% 100% 
Other People 68.0% 32.0% 100% 
Internet 62.5% 37.5% 100% 
Newspapers 57.8% 42.2% 100% 
Others 100% 100% 
Chi Square = 14.741, df 二 5, sig. (two-sided)= .012 
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The most credible media in the incident of Leung-Fu Engagement were 
broadcast media. Interpersonal source was regarded as quite credible but 
newspapers and the Internet were treated as the least credible ones. 
The practice of market-driven journalism has brought huge credibility 
problems for newspapers in Hong Kong since mid-1990s. Newspapers use 
sensational stories, eye-catching pictures and headlines, paparazzi etc. to lure 
audiences. Reports of sex and violence stories are common. According to surveys 
about media credibility conducted by the School of Journalism and Communication, 
CUHK, a dramatic decrease in media credibility has been observed since early 1990s. 
The survey sampled the general public as well as journalists, and it was carried out 
every five years in Hong Kong (So, 2002). As for the Internet, it is agreed in many ‘ 
source credibility studies (for example, Flanagin and Metzger, 2000) that since the 
Internet is not subject to any kind of gatekeeping, it is the least credible source among 
the others; except those delivered from media websites. 
H4 was partly supported in the study of September 11. Since too many 
people shared the same initial source, television, the attempt to compare perceived 
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salience given by different media was in vain. But media credibility was successfully 
compared in both cases. Broadcast media were regarded as the most credible media 
while the Internet the least 
H5: The Internet contributes to the news diffusion of a news event in 
which people use it as a personal medium to inform others. 
H6: The Internet contributes to the news diffusion of a news event in 
which people use it to seek for additional information. 
The news diffusion function of the Internet 
Since only one out of 309 interviewees got the news of September 11 from the 
Internet, the attempt to compare the Internet with mass media and interpersonal 
communication as first sources failed. However, the hypotheses that the Internet 
was utilized as a personal communication tool and additional information source were 
sustained. 
We observed that while face-to-face and telephones were still the most 
effective means in interpersonal communication, 16 people out of 200 (8%) made 
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uses of either email or ICQ, which is an instant electronic message exchange software, 
to deliver their knowledge of September 11 to others. H5 was supported. The use 
of new media as additional information source was more obvious. 
More than half of the population (51%) in the sample didn't go online at all. 
Nevertheless, nearly a quarter (23%) of the people (n = 277) who had sought 
additional information made use of the Internet. In other words, one out of two 
Internet users had gone online for additional information~the absolute number was 
small but the implication was not insignificant. Statistics of Jupiter Media Matrix 
{HKET, October 17, 2001) showed that 24.8 millions web users worldwide had 
browsed CNN.com in September, giving an increase of 141% than August (10.3 
millions). Also, number of people who browsed NYTimes.com had increased by 
95%, 130% in washingtonpost.com, in September. Both provided evidence that 
high-salient news events had positive correlation with Internet use. H6 was 
supported. 
Similar results were obtained from the study of Leung-Fu Engagement. 
According to the survey data, in all 169 people who had the knowledge about 
Leung-Fu Engagement, only 45 (26.6%) informed others afterwards. And we found 
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that when an individual wanted to tell others about the news, he preferred face-to-face. 
More than 80% of people informed others that way. There were only two people 
using the Internet to inform others. H5 was weakly supported. Albeit the 
prevalence of the new media, direct conversation was still a convenient and effective 
way to pass a piece of information forward, though not the quickest one. 
On the other hand, the Internet was a widely used source for retrieving 
additional information. Among the 29 respondents who said they looked for 
additional details about Leung-Fu Engagement, 18 turned to newspapers while 9 
chose the Internet. Therefore H6 was supported. 
With search engines and the capability to retrieve back issues, looking up 
detailed information from the media websites becomes so convenient. Opinion polls 
and discussion forums provided there may be another incentive to attract audience for 
further information - Newspapers also supplied extracts of opinions collected from 
mainland and local online forums. 
H5 was supported but the number of people who gave information through the 
Internet or received it there was quite small in both cases. People preferred 
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unmediated communication (i.e. face-to-face conversation) when they wanted to 
exchange ideas with others. H6 was also supported because the Internet was 
frequently used as a tool to seek for additional information. 
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4.3 Summary of Results 
In the studies of September 11 and Leung-Fu Engagement, we have examined 
six hypotheses concerning the rate of diffusion, extent of interpersonal 
communication, media credibility and the use of the Internet. The following is a 
summary of the results and statistical tests of the hypotheses: 
Hlilnterpersonal communication is the most significant source in the 
diffusion of a high-salient news event. 
September 11: Rejected 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Rejected 
H2: The more a person considers a news event as important, the more 
likely is he to inform others and seek further information. 
September 11: Supported 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Supported 
H3a: The more a person is upset by a news event, the more likely is he to 
inform others and seek further information. 
September 11: Supported 
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H3b: The more a person is psychologically attached to a mediated 
personality, the more likely is he to inform others and seek further 
information. 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Rejected 
H4: The perceived salience and credibility of a news event may be 
different, if people's first sources are not the same. 
September 11: Partly Supported 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Supported 
H5: The Internet contributes to the news diffusion of a news event in 
which people use it as a personal medium to inform others. 
September 11: Supported 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Supported 
H6: The Internet contributes to the news diffusion of a news event in 
which people use it to seek for additional information. 
September 11: Supported 
Leung-Fu Engagement: Supported 
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Table 10 Summary of Correlations and Chi Square Tests 
Hypothesis^ Independent Dependent Study^ Pearson's Chi Square 
Variable Variable Correlation 
R p X^ df p 
H2 Personal Interpersonal I .191** .001 4.144* 1 .042 
Importance Communication II .200** .009 2.012 1 .156 
Seeking I .179** .002 4.503* 1 .034 
Additional II .399** .000 16.310** 1 .000 
Media 
H3 Emotional Interpersonal I .210** .000 12.043** 1 .001 
Disturbance Communication II .09 .263 .433 1 .510 
/ Parasocial Seeking I .211** .000 9.056** 1.003 
Interaction Additional 11 .123 .126 2.175 1 .140 
Media 
H4 Initial Perceived I .065 .252 .556 1 .456 
Source Salience II .178* .020 5.419 5 .367 
Media I .152** .007 3.325 1 .068 
Credibility II .250** .001 14.741* 5 .012 
'Note: There are no correlation tests in H I , H5 and H6 
-Study I is the study of ‘‘September 1，，； Study II is ‘‘Leung-Fu Engagement" 
*： Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed) 
**： Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed) 
The diffusion of September 11 in Hong Kong both supported and challenged 
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the hypotheses about news diffusions, comparing with earlier studies. On the one 
hand, it suggested a positive correlation between emotional involvement, personal 
importance and the use of interpersonal communication channels for news diffusion 
(H2 and H3). On the other hand, the hypothesis that events with great salience 
stimulate greater interpersonal communication could not be sustained, as television 
overwhelmingly predominated (HI). The timing of the high-salient event and the 
population's life pattern are crucial. 
The media assumed a "witness-to-history" role in the September 11 tragedy. 
The case in Hong Kong showed that television was the most effective way in reaching 
the greatest number of people at the same time. But such dominance over other 
media might not be observed again because it was totally accidental that by the time it 
happened, most Hong Kong people were at home and watching television. 
Actually, the key player of news diffusion may not be the mass media, but the 
early knowers. From the investigation of Leung-Fu Engagement we found that it 
was the early knowers who actively informed others about the news. Further studies 
should focus on the backgrounds of these people, and how could the new media help 
them in reaching more people, so as to facilitate the diffusion. 
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Concerning the more active component of diffusion, namely, talking to people 
and seeking further information, it was found that the Internet had a role to play. 
The supplemental nature of the Internet in interpersonal communication was observed. 
When computer literacy and the use of Internet grow further, the Internet will assume 
a more important role in the process of news diffusion. 
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Chapter Five 
5.1 Discussion of Findings 
Before concluding my study, I would like to share a historical legend that 
many Americans would have already heard it in their childhood but may be quite 
novel to the Chinese. It was extracted from the book Tipping Point (Gladwell, 2000) 
to illustrate how “word of mouth" brings about dramatic changes. Here it is: 
On the afternoon of April 18, 1775, Paul Revere, a silversmith, was told that 
the British army was about to make a major move - to march to the town of 
Lexington and arrest the colonial leaders, and then on to the town of Concord to seize 
the stores of guns and ammunition that some of the local colonial militia had stored 
there. 
In that night, Revere and his friend, Joseph Warren, met and decided to warn 
the communities around Boston, so that local militia could be aroused to meet them. 
Revere jumped on a horse and began his midnight ride to Lexington. In two hours, 
he covered thirteen miles. In every town he passed through along the way, he 
knocked on doors and spread the word, telling local colonial leaders of the oncoming 
British, and telling them to spread it to others. The news spread like vims as those 
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informed by Revere sent out riders of their own. When the British finally began 
their march toward Lexington, they met organized and fierce resistance. The British 
were beaten by the colonial militia in Concord and from that exchange came the war 
known as the American Revolution. 
Paul Revere's ride is perhaps the most famous example of a word-of-mouth 
epidemic. A piece of extraordinary news traveled a long distance in a very short 
time. In the author's words, though not all word-of-mouth epidemics are this 
sensational, it is safe to say that "word-of-mouth is ... still the most important form of 
human communication", even in this era of mass communication. 
I agree. The author also suggests that changes do not take place gradually. 
But they do so dramatically at a critical point. From that particular point, a message 
reached some people like Paul Revere and it tipped. This concept sounded so 
familiar to me that I found, what he describes is a S-curve of news diffusion. 
Though "word-of-mouth" is powerful, it has limitations. Each time a piece 
of message can only be told to a small amount of people. And the content of the 
message may be "contaminated" when it is repeated many times in the process of 
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word-of-mouth exchange. Therefore, if each time the size of the people reached is 
multiplied, and the steps along the chain can be reduced, then the message can be 
transmitted more efficiently and accurately. That inspired me to think about the 
potential use of the Internet in news diffusion: Can the Internet perform some 
interpersonal communication functions in the course and facilitate the diffusion as a 
whole? 
However, my idea was not supported. In both cases I studied, September 11 
and Leung-Fu Engagement, the most important media were not interpersonal channels. 
They were television and newspaper. Interpersonal communication is not so 
important, especially when other media are available. This is a major deviation from 
earlier diffusion studies. 
Many news diffusion studies predict that while most people get a piece of 
news directly from a medium, interpersonal communication will be the most 
significant source in case of high-salient events. It is because when the event is 
shocking enough, the informed would be triggered to tell the rest of people. Thus a 
message would be transmitted exponentially and it would spread around fast (Hill and 
Bonjean, 1964; Greenberg, 1964; Henningham, 2000; Rogers, 1998,2000 etc.). Paul 
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Revere，s ride is a legendary illustration of it. In addition, the diffusion pattern is 
thought to be very regular despite the time of a day and nature of a story (Danielson 
and Deutschmann, 1960). But in fact it is not. Daily rhythms of a population (De 
Fleur, 1987) is determining during news diffusion. 
Upon the study of September 11, it seems that only when mass media are not 
available would interpersonal communication be dominant. For instance, if a news 
diffusion study were conducted in New York City on September 11, 2001， 
interpersonal communication would certainly be the most dominant source. It is 
because most people were already in their offices and schools, or on buses and trains 
to rush for destinations, at nine o'clock in the morning, Tuesday. Television was not 
available; newspapers were not updated. The only way to keep people in touch with 
the outside world would be radio, the Internet, mobiles and face-to-face conversation. 
The daily rhythms of the population in Hong Kong gave a different story. 
Hong Kong people were doing the opposite at the same time: they had come back 
from offices, finished dinner with families and were watching their favorite prime 
time programs. According to the survey about September 11, most people who were 
informed by interpersonal channels were those outdoor at the moment (21 out of 39 
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people, 54%). In other words, the daily rhythms including the timing of an event, 
locations of people, availability of media, etc., would influence the initial sources of 
information about an event. The importance of daily rhythms was mentioned by De 
Fleur (1987) in his generalization of news diffusion studies, but no systematic 
investigation about this factor has been done before. In choosing a case for diffusion 
study, therefore, the researchers should pay attention to the timing of an event. The 
effect of daily rhythms should not be ignored. 
Personal importance of an event (Basil and Brown, 1994; Singhal, 1995), 
people's emotional responses (Kubey and Peluso, 1990) and para-social interaction 
with celebrities (Henningham, 2000) are thought to be three determining factors that 
may activate interpersonal communication in news diffusion. They were 
re-examined in the second section of the study (H2 and H3). According to both 
surveys, the hypotheses that personal importance, emotional response and para-social 
interaction would have positive correlations with interpersonal communication were 
supported. Para-social interaction was found to be the least powerful factor among 
the three, as its correlation with interpersonal communication in the study of 
Leung-Fu Engagement was the weakest one. People who are upset by the event and 
consider it as personally important would be more eager to pass the message around, 
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probably because it helps soothe their emotional disturbances. 
Generally, it is believed that newspapers are the most credible source among 
all mass media while the Internet is the poorest one (Nicholas, Williams, Cole and 
Martin, 2000). But various studies have different conclusions. Some studies found 
that as long as a news story is clearly quoted, people would judge it as credible, 
regardless of the medium (Sundar, 1998). Other studies, on the other hand, found 
that people would consider their preferred medium, the medium they usually rely on， 
as the most credible source, even it is the Internet (Flanagin and Metzger, 2000). In 
the present study, it turned out that broadcast media were most credible，while 
newspapers and the Internet were the least credible, according to Hong Kong 
audiences' perception (H4). 
This is due to a drop in credibility in newspapers in Hong Kong since the 
mid-1990s (So, 2002). The practice of market-driven journalism lowers the ethical 
standards of journalists as well as their professional images. Since television and 
radio news are less involved in marketization and are regulated by the government, 
they maintain a relatively higher standard of professionalism and thus credibility 
among Hong Kong people. 
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5.2 Discussion of the Use of the Internet in News Diffusion 
The use of the Internet in news diffusion was investigated in the last section of 
the study. It mainly fell into two areas: whether the Internet is used as a personal 
medium to pass a message forward and make more people informed (Lee and Leung, 
2001)，or used to provide extra information for the informed (Ogan, 1993; Min, 2001). 
It was found that while quite a lot of people rely on the Internet to look for details, the 
use of the Internet as an initial source was rare (Table 11). 
Table 11 How the Internet Was Used in News Diffusion 
Use of the Internet "September 11 ” "Leung-Fu Engagement" 
N=3Q9 N二 190 
HI: As an initial source 0.3% 4.7% 
(l/309)ia (8/169)ib 
H5: As a medium to inform 8% 4.4% 
the others (16/200)2a (2/45)'' 
H6: As an additional medium 23% 31 % 
for extra information (63/277产 (9/29)^' 
Note^^ and 309 people were interviewed in the survey about "September 11”，all of 
them got the news; 169 out of 190 interviewees in the sample of 
"Leung-Fu Engagement" had it. The numerators in the brackets are 
the number of people whose initial source was the Internet. 
Note2a and 200 people in the sample of ‘‘September 11" informed others afterwards; 
45 in "Leung-Fu Engagement" did it. 
Note3a and 277 people in the sample of “September 11" made use of additional 
media to get extra information; 29 in "Leung-Fu Engagement" did it. 
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The Internet as an additional information source 
A major use of the Internet in news diffusion is to help people assess detailed 
information from media websites and online forums (Flanagin and Metzger, 2001; 
Ogan, 1993). Our survey data supported this observation. For those who were 
interested in the details of September 11 or Leung-Fu Engagement, 23% and 31% 
turned to the Internet for extra information respectively. Although conventional 
mass media like television (87% in the sample of September 11) and newspapers 
(62%) were still the most preferred media for additional information. 
The Internet assumes a more significant role in providing additional 
information for people when other mass media are less available. There were far 
more people turned to the Internet for information in the sample of "Leung-Fu 
Engagement” (31%) than in "September 11” (23%). It was because television was 
too dominant in the later case. In "Leung-Fu Engagement", however, the media 
involved were more diversified. No single medium predominated in the course. 
Therefore the role of the Internet as a source for extra information was more obvious. 
In China, the news development about Kosovo War was another good example. 
During the War, Min found that the first news bulletin about Chinese Embassy being 
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bombed in Yugoslavia was delivered in about 30 minutes, appearing as a news 
express on sina.com. Many newspapers quoted the news from this source afterwards. 
In a week's time, more than 6,000 pieces of news were delivered through various 
online media in China. 30 million people visited those websites for news updates, 
background information and opinion expression. The BBS related to this issue that 
was set up on May 9, attracting more than 90,000 messages in a month, generating 
large-scale demonstrations and significant impacts on society (Min, 2001). Since the 
flow of sensitive news is relatively restricted in mainland China (Rogers, 2000; Min, 
2001), people rely heavily on computers for information. 
According to the surveys conducted in this study, for every two people in 
Hong Kong, one does not go online at all. And those frequent web users are usually 
educated young males. The senior, the poor and the less educated are therefore 
deprived of one important information source of news now. As a result, if the 
penetration of computer is improved, a greater number of people will enjoy 
convenient searching of information on the web. 
The Internet as a mediated personal channel 
"Word-of-mouth" transmission is critical to news diffusion (Rogers, 2000; 
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Gladwell, 2001). In both cases, we found that most people still relied on 
face-to-face conversation (41% in September 11，84% in Leung-Fu Engagement) to 
inform others about these breaking news events. The key question is whether the 
Internet is able to serve as an interpersonal medium to facilitate news diffusion, since 
the inherent features of computers may resolve the limitations of a "word-of-mouth" 
transmission. 
It was found that what stimulates interpersonal communication may also 
stimulate the use of the Internet. We observed that while 8% in the sample of 
September 11 relied on the Internet to contact each other, only 4% did it online in 
Leung-Fu Engagement. We also found that a great more people in September 11 had 
stronger emotional responses evoked by the news. These people were more likely to 
diffuse the news out to ease their tension (Kubey and Peluso, 1990). Based on these 
findings, it is perhaps reasonable to say that people who are more upset by a piece of 
news, would be more likely to re-transmit the news online. Giving a piece of news 
on the cyberspace probably can help them soothe their anxiety. The Internet is used 
as a mediated personal channel. Ogan (1993) also found that a significant number of 
people used the electronic bulletin board as a platform to provide and exchange most 
update information and opinions during the Gulf War. 
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Nowadays, journalists in England use emails to keep in touch with their 
overseas acquaintances (Nicholas, Williams, Cole and Martin, 2000), teenagers in 
Hong Kong use ICQ to communicate with each other like telephone (Lee and Leung, 
2001), while newspaper readers in the America use online forums to facilitate 
interaction between one another (Schultz, 2000). By and large, we rely increasingly 
on computer-mediated communication to enhance interpersonal communication. 
The Internet as an initial source 
According to the survey, in a sample of three hundred and nine people, only 
one was informed about the incident of September 11 by the Internet. The Internet 
lagged behind all other media and interpersonal channels in providing the initial 
knowledge of a piece of breaking news. While it is common for people to actively 
send and give out messages through the network, the more passive functions of the 
Internet are far too primitive to compete with conventional mass media (Kimber, 1997; 
So, 2001). 
Before successfully positioning itself as a mass medium, therefore, the Internet 
has to first make itself a daily necessity; something people would not miss, and some 
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place most people will visit everyday, like a town square (Kimber, 1997). Then it 
would attract more people to rely on it for information every day. That's why large 
media corporations including Washington Post and New York Times are trying to turn 
themselves into portals, the "starting point for computer users when they sur f , where 
high-quality information in a variety of content areas can be obtained (Carlson, 1999). 
The portals are not that successful yet. But when their development becomes mature, 
the Internet would perform a better job in mass communication. 
By the time, the problem of credibility may also be solved. The Internet 
suffers credibility problems because information flowing in the cyberspace is not 
subject to any form of "gate-keeping". When information is delivered from a media 
portal, which shares the same editorial as the New York Times, for example, the 
problem of credibility will vanish. 
Enhancement of Internet communication by 3G technologies 
Three Internet uses in news diffusion, including medium for additional 
information, platform for mediated human communication and initial information 
supply, have already been discussed. I believe the launching of Third Generation 
(3G) cellular phones will enhance all these functions in the future. 
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3G is a technology that incorporates the use of the Internet with that of mobile 
phones. Exchange of information through mobiles is very common nowadays. For 
example, in Hong Kong, the number of messages exchanged through handsets has 
been increased dramatically to 160,000 per day, since cross-network Short Message 
Service (SMS) exchange was allowed in December 2001 {HKET, Feb 19 2002). 
And as early as a year ago, the Labour Party of England already made use of SMS to 
run an election campaign. They sent out 100,000 SMS and 30,000 emails in 
conjunction with pamphlets and phone calls on the Election Day to ask their 
supporters vote for Tony Blair {Apple Daily, June 7 2001). Since most mobile 
service providers are going to launch 3G services to allow users exchanging emails 
via handsets, mediated interpersonal communication can be enhanced for the sake of 
higher accessibility and mobility. 
5.3 Final Words 
People doing researches about the use of the Internet would easily fall into a 
trap: they either put it in the category of interpersonal medium and attack its 
limitations by theories like media richness and social cues (e.g Walther, 1992), or 
classify it as a mass medium and discuss its complementary / substituting impacts on 
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traditional mass media (e.g. Schultz, 2000). But most of them are prudent enough to 
give conservative conclusions such as “it is both an interpersonal medium and a mass 
medium but not a blend of them" (e.g. Ball-Rokeach and Reardon, 1998) or “it is not 
an interpersonal medium or mass medium but a blend of them" (e.g. Rafaeli, 1997). 
The first way of classifying it into a particular category, would limit the scope 
of the study because the "interpersonal / mass" dichotomy itself is fundamentally 
problematic (Reardon and Rogers, 1988). While the second way does not help 
clarify the role of the Internet. Therefore, from the beginning of this study, I decided 
to start my research in a practical way: I will investigate the uses of the Internet from 
the perspective of how it is used. One important stepping stone for me is Flanagin 
and Metzger's (2001) "clusters of media uses". They developed the concept that 
individuals' media uses would fall into three clusters (unmediated interpersonal 
communication, mediated interpersonal communication and mass c o m m u n i G a t i o n ) . 
And the Internet did not cluster alone. It aligned with either traditional mass or 
traditional interpersonal channels. In other words, to explore our understanding of 
Internet we should start from theories about the uses of both interpersonal 
communication and mass communication. 
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In view of this, I chose News Diffusion Theory. It is a theory developed 
from the concept of two-step model, giving equal prominence on both interpersonal 
and mass communications. Its fast development since the 1960s has accumulated 
rich materials and study paradigms to help me formulate my own ideas. More 
importantly, it is a theory about people's communication patterns under critical and 
extreme situations, when a high-salient news breaks out. Results are more 
observable and the scope of study is manageable, which suits a Masters' study well. 
Finally, I believe as an innovation, the Internet would bring something new and 
insightful to a theory whose development has recently slowed down (De Fleur, 1987). 
The key element of news diffusion is interpersonal channel. If a piece of 
news cannot evoke interpersonal communication, it is not supposed to complete 
rapidly (Rogers, 2000). My purpose is to examine how the Internet is used in 
connection with traditional mass media and interpersonal channel in the process of 
news diffusion. This factor, the Internet, is an entirely new element added in the 
study of news diffusion. I'm trying to formulate a relationship between the Internet 
and interpersonal communication, as well as to explore what functions of the mass 
media are served by the Internet. 
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This study found that on the one hand, personal importance, emotional 
disturbance and para-social interaction were all significantly correlated with 
interpersonal communication. Daily rhythms may affect the initial sources of a 
population, which was rarely noted in earlier diffusion studies. 
On the other hand, it was found that a considerable number of people assess 
the Internet for extra information and updated news. Some may also use it to 
re-transmit information to others. The present study found that the use of the 
Internet is crucial when other mass media are not available. In a nutshell, the 
Internet, in its present stage of development in Hong Kong, mainly serves as an 
interpersonal channel for people to seek and send information. 
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i . 無線電視(翡翠台)，節目名稱: 
i i . 無線電視(明珠台),節目名稱: 
i i i . 亞洲電視(本港台),節目名稱：^ 
i v . 亞洲電視(國際台),節目名稱: 
V. 有線電視台,節目名稱: 
3 AAA爲一件矚目的重大新聞(high salience news) 
4 BBB爲一件一般的日常新聞(routine news) 
5 CCC爲一件不佔篇幅的小新聞(low salience news) 
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Appendix 1 
v i . 衛星電視台，節目名稱: 
v i i . 其他(請說明）： 
viii. 不知道 
b.收音機 
i . 香港電台(一/二/四/五/七)，節目名稱: 
i i . 商業電台(一/二)，節目名稱: 
i i i . 新城電台(財經台/資訊台)節目名稱: 
i v . 其他(請說明）：― 













F. ICQ(請選擇 cLv.) 
G.其他(請說明 ) 
d.互聯網(包括email, ICQ,新聞網站，綜合網站及新聞組） 
i . 新聞網站,網站名稱: 
i i . 綜合網站,網站名稱: 
i i i . 新聞組,名稱: 
i v . 電子郵件 
V. ICQ 
v i . 其他(請說明) 
vii. 不知道 
e .報紙 
i . 東方曰報 






















C . 戶外 
d .交通工具上 
e.其他(請說明） ： 
f . 不知道 









i . 朋友 
ii. 家人 
• • • —.[ r4"f' 
111. 同事 


























i i . 聽收音機 
iii. 看報紙 
i v . 和別人討論 
V. 上網瀏覽 
vi. 看書 






a .記得，是今天__時__分 ( 0 0 : 0 0至2 3 : 5 9 ) 




i . 無線電視(翡翠台)，節目名稱: 




i v . 亞洲電視(國際台),節目名稱: 
V. 有線電視台，節目名稱: 
v i . 衛星電視台，節目名稱: 
v i i . 其他(請說明): 
viii. 不知道 
b .收音機 
i . 香港電台(一/二/四/五/七)，節目名稱: 
i i . 商業電台(一/二)，節目名稱: 
i i i . 新城電台(財經台/資訊台)節目名稱: 


















i i . 綜合網站,網站名稱: 
i i i . 新聞組，名稱： 
i v . 電子郵件 
V. ICQ 










vi . 經濟曰報 
vii. 信幸g 























































i i . 聽收音機 
iii. 看報紙 
i v . 和別人討論 
V. 上網瀏覽 
vi. 看書 







b .記得,是昨天__時 _ _ ^ ( 0 0 : 0 0至 2 3 : 5 9 ) 
21.您第二次聽這件事時[CCC],請問您是從什麼途徑得知的?(請受訪者只選一項） 
a .電視 
i . 無線電視(翡翠台),節目名稱: 
i i . 無線電視(明珠台),節目名稱: 
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i i i . 亞洲電視(本港台)，節目名稱: 
i v . 亞洲電視(國際台),節目名稱: 
V. 有線電視台，節目名稱: 




i . 香港電台(一/二/四/五/七),節目名稱: 
i i . 商業電台(一/二 )，節目名稱: 
i i i . 新城電台(財經台/資訊台)節目名稱: 

















i . 新聞網站，網站名稱： 
i i . 綜合網站,網站名稱: 
i i i . 新聞組,名稱: 
i v . 電子郵件 
V. ICQ 
v i . 其他(請說明) 
vii. 不知道 
e .報紙 
i . 東方日報 



























































C . 沒有 
27.當您已經知道這件新聞[CCC]後，請問您有沒有從其他渠道了解它的詳情？ 
a.有，我用了以下的方法(可選多於一項） 
i . 看電視 
i i . 聽收音機 
i i i . 看幸艮紙 
i v . 和別人討論 
V. 上網瀏覽 
v i . 看書 
v i i . 其他(請說明) 




b . —天 
C. 二天 
d . 三天 
e . 四天 
f . 五天 
g . 六天 
h . 不看 













b . 不聽 
C .不知道 
32.請問您在過去二十四小時內,有沒有使用過以下的媒介，及大約用了多少時間？ 
a .看電視 ( 小時） 
b . 看報紙 ( 小時） 
C .聽收音機( 小時） 
d . 上網 ( 小時） 












C . 預科 
d . 大學 
e.碩士或以上 






















a. 10，000 以下 
b. 10,000 至 20,000 
C. 20,000 至 30,000 
d. 30，000 至 40，000 







38.對方是一個態度良好的受訪者 1 2 3 
39.對方是一個認真的受訪者 1 2 3 
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